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RESEARCH ARTICLE 
 
The Complexities of Supporting Asian International Pre-service Teachers as they 
Undertake Practicum 
 
Abstract 
 
Increasing numbers of Asian international students are choosing to undertake their tertiary studies in English 
speaking countries. For universities, international students are an important source of revenue. However, Asian 
international students face multiple challenges in adapting to a foreign culture, understanding the expectations 
of their role, and adjusting to language, communication and cultural differences. These challenges are 
manifested, in particular, during practicum or field experience. This paper investigated the concerns of twenty 
Asian pre-service teachers before and after their practicum in Australian schools by drawing upon data from 
focus group interviews. While language barriers and cultural differences were identified concerns before the 
practicum, concerns about their relationship with their supervising teachers and the limited time in which they 
had to learn also emerged after the practicum. Whilst the findings are limited to the present study, implications 
for supporting Asian international pre-service teachers during practicum are discussed.  
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Introduction 
 
Increasing numbers of students are choosing to undertake their studies outside their home country. The 
predominance of international student enrolments from Asia is significant. In 2004, students from Asia 
formed the largest group (45%) of international students, with China, including Hong Kong, representing the 
largest group of all international students (15.2%) in OECD countries. Other notable international student 
intakes include India (5.7%), Korea (4.3%), and Japan (2.8%). For Asian students, studying in an English 
speaking country and gaining a Western degree are considered major advantages in gaining employment in 
their home countries and increasing their prospects for professional mobility. Furthermore, studying in a 
foreign country offers opportunities for engaging in rich cultural, linguistic, academic, geographical, and 
social experiences (Marginson & McBurnie, 2004).  
Asian international students are attracted to a small number of destinations that offer quality, English-
speaking university courses; the most popular of which are the United States of America, the United Kingdom 
and Australia. For universities, international students are an important source of revenue, and the recruitment 
of international students has therefore become a core business activity. International enrolments provide the 
critical mass needed to diversify the range of educational programmes on offer. In addition, the presence of 
international students benefits all students, as well as the community – providing an opportunity for locals to 
experience and expand their knowledge of other cultures and languages. Whilst enrolments vary by discipline, 
student intakes are highest in business, information technology, engineering, and science and technology 
related studies.  However, disciplines such as education, are also growing as Asian countries move towards 
teaching science, mathematics, and design and technology using English as the medium of instruction.  
As the numbers of international students from Asian countries continue to rise, understanding the 
experiences of these students is needed to “preserve the benefits of cultural exchange and to promote future 
exchanges within the international community” (Terry, Pelly, Lalonde, & Smith, 2006, p.250).  It is therefore 
vital that universities gain a deeper insight into the issues and experiences of these students as they adjust to 
academic life in order to deliver appropriate support that addresses their needs. International students’ 
challenges become evident at several stages of their course progression. For education students, these 
challenges are manifested, in particular, during practicum or field experience. Although international students 
from Asian countries may  experience similar anxieties about practicum as their peers, they also contend with 
the challenges of adapting to a foreign culture, understanding the expectations of their role, and adjusting to 
language, communication and cultural differences (Reynolds & Constantine, 2007), factors that add to already 
heightened levels of anxiety.  
Social cognition models (Bandura, 1986) highlight the importance of understanding students’ 
expectations, values, attitudes, and perceptions in the cross-cultural adjustment process. When values, 
attitudes and expectations are congruent with their host country, a smoother adjustment process occurs for 
international students.  However, conflict can arise when the behavioural expectations and values of an 
individual’s culture of origin are not compatible with the behavioural expectations and values of the host 
culture (Inman, Ladany, Constantine, & Morano, 2001). It is during practicum in schools that pre-service 
teachers are compelled to evaluate and adjust their taken-for-granted, often deeply entrenched beliefs 
(Feiman-Nemser, 2001). 
Practicum placements in schools are a vital component of pre-service teachers’ education program 
(Touchon & Gwyn-Paquette, 2003). They offer pre-service teachers a place to “observe and work with real 
students, teachers, and curriculum in natural settings” (Huling, 1998, p. 1) and help them learn how to teach 
and how to manage the demands associated with teaching (Farrell, 2001). Through observing and directly 
engaging in teaching, and through dialogues with their supervising teacher, pre-service teachers develop a 
contextualised understanding of the intricacies of teaching. Through these understandings they work towards 
developing their competencies across a range of areas including classroom management skills, the 
fundamentals of lesson planning, awareness of personal teaching style, and the ability to communicate with 
students, teaching colleagues, and school authorities (Farrell, 2001; Richards & Crookes, 1988). Education 
institutions often assume that practicum experiences help teachers to bridge the cultural gap between their 
own backgrounds and those of their students (Farber & Armaline, 1994). However, for some international 
pre-service teachers, their cultural background and language differences act as a barrier to successfully 
completing their field experiences. Consequently, these students often feel disconnected from their 
supervising teacher, the students in the classroom, and the whole schooling experience, which leaves them 
feeling vulnerable, isolated, confused and threatened. 
Students develop new understandings when new knowledge is connected to existing schema in order 
to develop further understandings (see Piaget, 1959). Students who come from a different cultural 
understanding of learning have developed different schema about schooling to that of the majority culture and 
so have different personal and academic expectations. These students, in an unfamiliar social and cultural 
environment for learning, can suffer an academic dissonance and a sense of academic shock when they are not 
able to achieve at the high levels they are accustomed to at home. Watts Pailliotet (1997) described in her 
research that one pre-service teacher reported on the difficulties of being both culturally and linguistically 
different in that her home culture was quite dissimilar to that experienced in American schools. In her home 
country she was taught to respect teachers and not to express her opinions, and when she was asked to justify her 
actions by her supervising teacher in the American school she froze and became quiet. Givens and Bennet (2004) 
found that trainee teachers encountered probing questions from pupils about ethnicity, experienced racism 
from students and/or staff in schools, and generally felt alienated and isolated within the school culture and 
environment. 
A major hurdle for Asian international pre-service teachers may also include overcoming a mismatch 
between expectations of what teaching is going to be like and the realities of what they find in day-to-day 
classrooms. Pre-service teachers tend to reproduce the kind of teaching that they have received and observed 
as students (Feimen-Nemser, 2001; Korthagen & Kessels, 1999; Richardson, 1996). They enter practicum 
with a set of beliefs and assumptions about how children learn, about what curriculum should contain, and 
about how teaching is approached. In East Asian countries, for example, pre-service teachers are likely to 
perceive teaching in terms of imparting knowledge codified in textbooks, and learning in terms of absorbing, 
memorising and drilling this knowledge (Perry, Yee, & Conroy, 1996; Toh, 1994). These inherent beliefs and 
assumptions are implicit and informal; embedded in their mental image of classroom practice (Richardson, 
1996). However, this style of teaching may not be well suited to the style of teaching implemented in Western 
countries in which more learner-centred teaching/learning approaches (e.g., peer tutoring, cooperative 
learning) are adopted. For Asian pre-service teachers, their ability to adapt their teaching beliefs and practices 
to meet the associated demands and expectations of teaching in a foreign context is a vital component in 
completing the requirements of practicum. Since practicum experiences may influence their motivation to 
continue their studies and to ultimately pursue a career in teaching, it is important that research is undertaken 
to understand and address their specific support needs.  
 In the present paper, the authors sought to understand the issues Asian international pre-service 
teachers faced as they prepared for and undertook practicum and to determine whether their beliefs and 
expectations of practicum are compatible with the realities of schooling in an Australian context. This study 
was conducted as the first step in developing a series of interventions as part of an ongoing program that will 
better support international pre-service teachers from Asia as they make the transition to teaching in an 
Australian classroom.  
 
Method 
 
Context 
 
The study was conducted at a large metropolitan university in Australia. There are approximately 535 
students per year enrolled in the one year Graduate Diploma education program. Approximately 6% of 
enrolments in this program are international students from Asia. As part of their prospective degree, all 
students undertake practicum. Students undertake two practicum experiences over the duration of the 
program. In Semester 1, during 9 weeks of intensive course work, pre-service teachers complete two single 
days (one per week) of primarily classroom observations and researching the school’s organisational and 
behaviour management policies before engaging in 20 consecutive days (4 week block) of both observing and 
teaching in the classroom. Similarly, in Semester 2, during 9 weeks of intensive course work, pre-service 
teachers complete six single days (one per week) before engaging in 30 consecutive days (6 week block). 
During the 4 week and 6 week blocks, pre-service teachers are expected to become progressively involved in 
classroom activity, moving from observations to working with individuals and small groups before preparing 
and teaching complete lessons involving a whole class. 
 
Participants 
 
Initially international students of non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) in the education program 
were invited to be involved in the study. Participants were recruited during the university’s Orientation Week 
(held the week before classes formally begin). Invitations were issued through email attachments, through the 
Field Experience Office (where practicum placements are organized) and through posters placed in high 
traffic areas on campus. The information indicated that the authors were keen to assist international NESB 
pre-service teachers prepare for practicum and that their involvement in this study would lead to the 
development of a series of workshops to support their specific needs. A total of 26 NESB responded to the 
invitations, with 20 of the participants from Asian countries. In this study, only the findings from the Asian 
pre-service teachers are reported  The pre-service teachers from Asia were all female, mature age students 
enrolled in the one-year Graduate Diploma program and were about to embark on their first practicum. The 
participants were from Korea (n = 8), Japan (n = 5) and China (n = 7). The participants’ levels of English 
proficiency, along with the time they had spent in Australia prior to commencing their studies, varied.  
Procedure 
 
Focus Groups. Focus group interviews have been widely used in educational research, and have 
proved to be an effective method of exploring subjects’ views about areas of common experience (Brown, 
Constable, & Williams, 1990; Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). Focus group interviews rather then surveys were 
used for data collection to allow international students time to freely express their thoughts in a supportive 
environment. Although it has been proposed that teaching and learning that specifically focuses on 
International students be conducted in the students’ home language to allow them to express their ideas more 
comprehensively (Choi, 2005), the participants in the current research were not from a single language group; 
the common language for all participants was English. Furthermore, English is the language for teaching and 
learning in Australian schools, therefore, the focus groups were conducted in English which provided the pre-
service teachers with an opportunity to exercise their English language capabilities. 
Prior to conducting the focus group interviews, semi-structured questions were generated. These 
questions were examined by two independent, experienced researchers with expertise in teaching students 
with English as an additional language. They confirmed that the focus group questions were easily understood 
and that the questions posed would produce adequate data for exploring the following research issues: what 
international pre-service teachers knew about schooling in Australia, concerns they had about teaching in 
Australian school, and the nature and effectiveness of support they had received in relation to teaching in 
Australian schools. 
Before commencing the focus groups, the authors detailed the purpose of the study, actions taken to 
preserve anonymity and confidentiality, what to expect in the focus groups, how the information was going to 
be used and stored.  Participants were made aware that their involvement in the study was voluntary, that their 
responses in the focus groups would not in any way impact on their relationship with the university,  and that 
they could remove themselves from the study if at any time they felt uncomfortable.  
Upon gaining informed consent from participants, focus group interviews, comprising 6-7 participants, 
were facilitated and audio-taped, before and after practicum. During the initial focus group interviews, the 
pre-service teachers were asked to comment on what was causing them the most concern in preparing for 
practicum. During the second set of focus groups, the pre-service teachers were asked to reflect on their 
practicum experience and to discuss the challenges associated with teaching in a foreign country. The focus 
groups that were conducted six weeks prior to engaging in practicum were shorter in duration (approximately 
30 minutes) than the focus groups conducted one week after practicum (approximately one hour). The shorter 
duration of the initial interviews may be because these pre-service teachers found it difficult to share their 
concerns about practicum, unsure of how they would be perceived by their peers and possibly the authors of 
this paper. Alternatively, the participants may have been uncertain of how to express in English what they did 
not know prior to going to practicum or were not familiar enough with the process involved with their 
practicum to discuss it at any length.  
The focus group interviews were transcribed verbatim and, since the present study was exploratory in 
nature, data was analysed using thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1988; Roulston 2001). Thematic analysis focuses 
on identifiable themes and patterns of experiences. Using direct quotes, each researcher recorded all the issues 
that were discussed in relation to the research areas of interest before identifying common patterns of 
experience (Aronson, 1994). Related patterns were combined and broad overarching themes were established 
to form a comprehensive picture of the participants’ collective experiences. Next, participants were consulted 
individually to obtain their feedback about the accuracy of the generated themes and finally, the core themes 
were considered in light of current literature concerning minority students’ perceptions of practicum, 
providing further confidence in the generation of the themes. 
Findings 
 
Initial concerns in preparing for practicum 
 
Prior to engaging in practicum, participants revealed that their major concerns were related to their 
perceived lack of English language fluency and lack of understanding of Australian school culture. These 
findings are described below. 
Language barriers. In the initial focus group, participants identified a range of issues related to 
language that they believed could hinder their practicum experience. Most participants had only been in 
Australia for a short period of time before they began their education program and doubted their capabilities 
speaking in English. One participant stated: “I’m really anxious about my English. I have just started in 
Education. I came here last year and I’m really anxious about my speaking actually.” It was observed by the 
authors that half the participants spoke slowly and very deliberately, turning to their more fluently spoken 
peers for assistance when they could not think of the appropriate word(s) in English. One pre-service teacher 
indicated that she was already experiencing difficulties at university due to her limited skills in listening and 
comprehending in English and wondered how this may influence her practicum experience. “Sometimes I 
can’t even understand what lecturers said and I really want to. Other student can hear the lecturers but I 
can’t, so it makes me annoyed. This is causing me most concern about practicum.” Coley (1999) suggested 
that while students may have passed the required university entry level tests of English language proficiency, 
they may still find themselves floundering as they try to keep up with the academic and conversational 
English used in a classroom setting. 
Schmitt, Schmitt, and Clapman (2001) canvassed 643 university students in regards to their levels of 
English language proficiency for studying at English-based universities and found that the average English 
vocabulary was 4,594 words compared with a desired level of 40,000 words for high academic achievement at 
university. Countries, such as Australia, who accept non-English speaking students into their education 
programs, must be prepared to offer these students additional support in developing their English language 
skills as a part of their communication competence for teaching in Australian schools. The development of 
communication competence for these pre-service teachers must focus on the meaning-making of language 
rather than decontextualised grammar drills. 
One participant in the current study suggested that her accent may act as a barrier in communicating 
with students and believed that some students would not be able to understand her. These concerns are not 
without some foundation. Dlamini and Martinovic (2007) reported that teachers in schools may well baulk at 
having a limited English speaking pre-service teacher in their class, stating lack of English language 
proficiency as their underlying concern. Teachers feared that they would have to re-teach each lesson taught 
by the pre-service teachers. In the following example, however, one pre-service teacher begins to consider 
teaching strategies she could use to help her overcome this issue: 
 
I am worrying about students – whether they understand me. I need to know some strategies that I can use in the 
classroom as a person who don’t speak English as a first language. So I can’t read the textbook correctly but I 
can get some students to read it for other students or something like that. 
 
This pre-service teacher’s comments show initiative and a logical but creative solution to the potential 
dilemma she perceives she may confront in the classroom.  The authors and others (see Ling, Burman, 
Cooper, & Ling, 2006) have found that international students are sometimes reluctant to express such 
resourcefulness. They find it challenging to adapt to Australian university expectations that students must 
engage in critical reflection during practicum, preferring instead to be given clear directions on what it is they 
are expected to do in any given situation in the classroom. Australian classrooms are highly dynamic 
environments and teachers must quickly learn to “think on the run” in order to engage students fully in 
learning. 
Cultural differences. For these Asian international pre-service teachers, their first practicum was also 
their first exposure to schooling in their host country. One participant commented: “I’ve never attended the 
preschool or school and I think the teaching method or the classroom is completely different from Japan. So 
everything is yeah, fear for me.” Whilst many appeared unclear about what specific differences might exist 
between schooling in their home country and Australian schooling, they did expect differences to be apparent. 
For example, one pre-service teacher noted “I’m not quite sure I understand, you know, Australian children, 
what their interests are, things like that.” This pre-service teacher’s admission is important as it underscores a 
key problem for international students. In Australian schools, meeting the needs of individual students is a key 
component of good teaching. In order to accomplish this task successfully, teachers must have a good 
understanding of children’s interests. The dilemma is, then, how do international students learn quickly about 
Australian school children’s cultural backgrounds? The authors found no evidence in the literature that this 
area is covered in pre-service education for international students.  
All the participants in the current study were keen to learn more about how a typical school day is 
organised. They were eager to gain information on teaching schedules, recess times, assembly, and additional 
role responsibilities such as attendance at school-related meetings and extracurricular activities, and what 
teachers wear.  Hascher, Cocard, and Moser (2004) suggest that during practicum student teachers are in the 
‘survival stage’ of their professional development as they readily try to adapt to their new environment.  It is 
therefore very reasonable to expect that international pre-service teachers will desire information about the 
school, their duties and responsibilities and school timetable because just getting through each day will be a 
major focus for them. It is important, then, that teacher educators provide such background detail about 
regular daily activities in schools to better prepare international students as to what they can expect to 
generally find in Australian schools. 
 
Post-practicum interviews 
 
The participants indicated that it was difficult to identify what they needed to know about prior to 
practicum as they could only ‘imagine’ the problems they would confront. For these pre-service teachers, 
practicum provided them with a ‘reality check’ and a much deeper level of understanding of teaching in 
Australian schools. Whilst there was some overlap in themes prior to and after practicum (e.g., language 
barriers and cultural differences), new issues were also recognised (e.g., relationship issues with their 
supervising teacher and inadequate university support structures). These concerns are discussed below. 
Language barriers. The majority of participants acknowledged that their level of English proficiency 
proved to be a greater barrier during practicum than they had even first thought. When issues or problems 
arose as they were teaching, some Asian pre-service teachers lacked confidence in their ability to resolve the 
issue using the English language. This lead to some supervising teachers assuming that the pre-service teacher 
lacked initiative: 
 
When I had a question I would ask the teacher but because English is my second language I had difficulties. I 
had ideas in my mind but wanted a quick answer from the teacher, so I would ask “What should I do?” even 
though I did have ideas. My teacher said I was not showing initiative but I did have ideas but I wanted a quick 
solution. She thought I had no ideas even though I did.  
 
Participants also felt disadvantaged using English when trying to manage misbehaving students, 
indeed, the whole area of behaviour management was a great concern for international students in the study 
and these concerns are reflected in the literature (Dlamini & Martinovic, 2007; Watts Pailliotet, 1997). 
Developing and refining behaviour management skills takes time. Students in a one-year post-graduate 
program have very little time to learn effective behaviour management strategies and may feel pressured if 
they begin to lose control of the class because they do not have the language they need, as is indicated in the 
statement below: 
 
The big thing I found was which language to use. When responding to students’ misbehaviour it would have 
more meaning if I could say it in my own language. With my pronunciation I felt that it was not as effective in 
English, even though I mean what I said. My English did not come immediately and I needed extra time to 
respond. If I was able to respond immediately it would have been more effective. 
 
While it is not expected that Faculties of Education should be providing English language classes for 
international students, teacher educators must keep in mind that these students do come from a different 
culture and are using English as non-native speakers. Providing them with appropriate language to manage 
student behaviour is, therefore, a vital area to include in pre-service teacher training. However, it should also 
be noted that behaviour management is more than just using the correct words. It also includes using the 
correct tone and inflection of voice as well as body language. Learning culturally appropriate behaviour 
management strategies is a daunting task, as shown in the comments below. 
 
Cultural Differences. Participants observed notable differences between schooling in Australia and 
their country of origin.  For instance: 
 
In my country, students tend to be more disciplined. Straight backs. They don’t call out in class. The thing in 
China or even Asia, teachers don’t really consider about the students’ opinions, they don’t like to be challenged 
by the students. You are the boss basically. There is only one correct answer and the teacher has the one correct 
answer, so we have to follow the teacher. 
 
And further: 
I found behaviour management difficult as I had no experience of school life in Australia. The students were 
more naughty than back in Japan as kids play up in class. In Japan you just need to teach, there is no need to 
discipline. I would get stressed or felt angry inside and wanted to yell at the students. I tried to remain calm but 
did not know how to cope with misbehaviour.  I chose to ignore their misbehaviour as I just wanted to finish 
delivering the lesson. 
 
Some Asian international pre-service teachers believed that students should be quiet and studious 
during class time when, in reality, this was not always the case. The participants above expressed that the 
students in the class were misbehaving primarily because they were talking. They expected the students to sit 
still and be quiet. However, students talking together in Australian schools is quite normal behaviour. 
Students are expected to assist each other and to work cooperatively in self-directed ways. So what these 
international students perceived as misbehaviour may well have been appropriate behaviour in an Australian 
school setting. It would seem apparent that Asian pre-service teachers are susceptible to experiencing a 
‘culture shock’ as they commence teaching in Australian schools because there is a significant gap between 
their knowledge of teaching practices used in East Asian countries and those used in Australia. According to 
socio-cultural theorists (Rogoff, 1995; Rogoff & Wertsch, 1984; Vygostsky, 1978), new knowledge is 
constructed interactively, with assistance from others, and internalized by individuals over time. However, 
difficulties arise for international pre-service teachers teaching in a foreign context as they do not share a 
similar repertoire of resources (e.g., routines, ways of doing things, words, gestures, symbols, actions) to their 
students and/or supervising teacher (Wenger, 1998). Furthermore, due to the brief nature of the practicum 
experience, they do not have the time to adequately acquire and internalise the cultural nuances found in 
Australian classrooms. There is a dearth of research examining how international pre-service teachers operate 
when they are expected to teach in distinctly different contexts for only brief periods of time. Teacher 
educators in Australia must begin conversations about what their duty of care is in bridging this gap for 
international students.  
 
Relationship with Supervising Teacher. Some participants suggested that their relationship with their 
supervising teacher hindered their practicum experience. For instance, one pre-service teacher indicated that 
she felt like a burden to her teacher: 
 
I wanted to know how I was progressing and get feedback. I arranged times to speak with my host teacher, but 
she’d kept cancelling meetings at the last minute because she said she was so busy. 
 
Others felt undermined by their supervising teacher in front of their pupils.  
 
There was friction present. I was the supervising teacher’s first practicum student. The supervising teacher had 
been teaching for 3 years. I expected a more experienced teacher. The supervising teacher was younger than me. 
She wasn’t professional enough. The teacher ate her breakfast or lunch at a table when I was teaching my lesson. 
She interrupted me when I was talking to students, trying to explain something to students. In my country, people 
respect older people. 
 
My supervising teacher introduced me to the students using my first name. She should have called me Miss [pre-
service teacher’s name], that way my students would’ve given me respect. Her students call her Mrs (supervising 
teacher’s name]. 
There is little in the literature that examines the relationship between a supervising teacher and Asian 
international pre-service teacher. The concerns of the pre-service teacher in the current study indicate that 
there is a need to provide a component of study that trains pre-service teachers on how to negotiate field 
experience. Negotiation skills should include how to express concerns to supervising teachers, how to receive 
feedback from supervising teacher and how to behave generally in the environment. To date there is limited 
literature on such programming, yet this study points towards at least an extra unit to provide support for 
international pre-service teachers. 
One pre-service teacher expressed feeling humiliated and embarrassed when in the middle of 
delivering a lesson, her supervising teacher told her to stop teaching. The participant said “I had no idea what 
I had done wrong. Then she told me I was at risk of failing my prac.”  These pre-service teachers describe 
serious issues that have huge ramifications in regards to their practicum placements. Without the support of 
their supervising teachers, success in their placements will be difficult to achieve. Additionally, Asian 
international pre-service teachers had difficulty coping with their supervising teacher’s expectations in their 
first practicum. While they did not expect their supervising teacher to be more lenient with them, they did 
expect their supervising teacher to be more sensitive to the challenges they were experiencing and offer 
greater assistance as they transitioned into the classroom. This is portrayed in the feedback below: 
 
Sometimes the supervising teachers set an unrealistic high standard on the student teacher - English level or 
some other areas. Not every good teacher can teach well in the very beginning. International pre-service 
teachers need room and space and grace to grow in their teaching practicum. If one of the goals of education is 
to nurture students to have healthier personalities and characters, every teacher should first have the right to be 
treated with equity, support and inspiration to excel in their personal growth as an educator. Crushing a student 
teacher in their practicum will certainly crush that person’s spirit. Even if this person eventually becomes a 
teacher, has the person learned to treat other people with grace and kindness from his/her past experience?  
 Not only did these pre-service teachers feel unsupported by their supervising teachers, they felt that 
the university could have played a larger role in helping them to achieve success. Upon reflection, Asian 
international pre-service teachers questioned the feasibility of undertaking a one-year education program to 
gain teacher registration in a foreign country without further support from the university: 
 
I am confused that the university accepts international students but does not provide them with additional help 
with assessment, preparation or extra support during practicum. A fair percentage of the course are international 
students. The university needs to help students when they first come to Australia. The international students 
need to be able to group together and help each other and support each other. The students need to be provided 
with basic information before they are put straight into schools and expected to do the course in one year. In one 
year you cannot include all that you need to know. We need feedback from supervising teachers about what 
they want students to learn in their course. I think that the course should be longer maybe one and a half years. 
Maybe during O [orientation] week there could be more things organised for international students. 
 
In defense of universities, it is not that they do not want to support international pre-service teachers in 
their program. It is more that Faculties of Education are on a steep learning curve themselves as to the best 
way to meet the needs of international students. As the numbers of international students wishing to study in 
Australia continues to increase, the need to understand the needs of international students is paramount in 
order to provide top quality programming.  
 
 
 
 
Discussion 
 
The present study examined the issues that confront Asian international pre-service teachers in relation 
to completing their field experience in Australian schools. Participants in this study were enrolled in a one-
year Graduate Diploma education program and, therefore, their first year of teaching was also their last; 
limiting the time available to learn important teaching skills and knowledge of the school culture prior to 
embarking on practicum.  A major concern for these pre-service teachers was their lack of English language 
proficiency both for completing their university studies and for successfully completing their practicum in 
Australian schools. Cummins (1980, 1991) suggested that it may take up to seven years for students to 
become proficient in academic English. In his recent model, Cummins (1999-2003), suggested that Asian 
international students have a need to be able to express their ideas in their own languages before translating 
them into English to ensure that their meaning and intent are clear. However, in reality, such a luxury is not 
available to international pre-service teachers during practicum. They must continually ‘think on the run’ as 
the dynamics of the classroom are constantly changing. While the international pre-service teachers in the 
present study had learnt English before arriving in Australia, they had not had sufficient opportunities to 
practice their English to a level of competence for teaching in a classroom. 
A short-term international experience or ‘immersion’ program as described by Barkhuizen and Feryok 
(2006), focusing on providing sociocultural awareness, language learning, and pedagogical experiences prior 
to commencing the one year education program would strengthen these pre-service teachers’ academic and 
conversational English language skills in preparation for practicum. Universities could also arrange for Asian 
international pre-service teachers to observe a range of classes, preferably in a variety of schools, prior to 
engaging in a four-week practicum (Cruikshank, 2004).  
Another major concern for the participants in the present study was their lack of knowledge about the 
culture of Australian schooling. These students would profit from increased hands-on experiences of learning 
and teaching in the school environment. A socio-cultural developmental approach (Vygotsky, 1978) may be 
more appropriate for these pre-service teachers. This would entail pre-service teachers working in pairs 
throughout the practicum experience under the close guidance of a supervising teacher. Over a longer period 
of time, they would experience all aspects of teaching in an Australian classroom, beginning with frequent 
classroom observations, then half-days of working with individuals, then small groups of students before 
progressing to teach the entire class. Such a program would allow Asian international pre-service teachers to 
engage in critical discussions about the cultural and linguistic nuances of the Australian classroom and allow 
them to gain a better understanding of their roles as teachers.  Walsh and Elmslie (2005) provided compelling 
evidence for the pairing of student teachers during practicum. Working in pairs, international pre-service 
teachers would have the opportunity of supporting one another and sharing experiences including the 
development of lesson plans, preparation and presentation; and the expansion of opportunities for reflection 
and self-analysis. 
An additional concern was the difficulty some international pre-service teachers had in developing 
supportive and productive relationships with their supervising teachers. Practicum experiences are dependent 
upon a competent supervising teacher who is willing to provide support and advice (professional, emotional 
or both) and organised professional development to pre-service teachers (Ginns, Heirdsfield, Atweh, & 
Watters, 2001). Supervising teachers need sufficient experience and teaching expertise so that they can 
provide international pre-service teachers with culturally-specific information, ideas, assistance and support. 
Furthermore, they should adopt a collaborative, co-thinking relationship, and maintain a balance between 
sharing personal knowledge of good teaching and encouraging the international pre-service teachers’ 
construction of his or her own views about teaching (Ginns et al., 2001). Some participants in the current 
study suggested that their supervising teacher failed to provide the support and guidance they required. 
Richard and Crookes proposed that the role of the supervising teacher is poorly defined and that “classroom 
teachers are usually not well prepared for the task of supervising” (1988, p.23). Slick (1995) suggested that 
because of lack of time and resources, there is a tendency for supervising teachers not to be trained in how to 
work with trainee teachers. Indeed, some supervising teachers appeared to destroy rather than build 
confidence; making Asian international pre-service teachers feel powerless in their relationship with their 
supervising teacher. Touchon and Gwyn-Paquette (2003) speculated that it is difficult for student teachers to 
take risks to try new approaches during practicum under the observation of their supervising teacher 
particularly when they have not seen the approach to teaching modelled and if they perceive that there is little 
support for them to do so. This would seem particularly difficult for Asian pre-service teachers who are 
already struggling to understand what their supervising teacher expects of them.  
This study highlights the need to build Asian international pre-service teachers’ confidence in 
communicating with their supervising teacher. The university liaison academic and the pre-service teacher 
could meet with the supervising teacher prior to practicum to develop a supervision plan which includes time 
for the international pre-service teacher to critically reflect on their teaching. Schools also need to ensure that 
international pre-service teachers are assigned experienced teachers who are sensitive to their specific cultural 
and language needs. It is therefore desirable that all teachers undertake supervision training to learn how to 
effectively support international pre-service teachers.  Furthermore, supervising teachers need to be given 
adequate time to prepare for the supervisory experience with an international pre-service teacher and a 
reduced workload during the practicum period; enabling them to spend sufficient time supervising and 
supporting the pre-service teacher.  
 
 
Limitations 
 
 A major limitation of this study, is that research was conducted a single institution, within a specific 
education program, with a small sample of female trainee teachers at a specific point in time and so the 
findings from the study are confined to this group of pre-service teachers and cannot be generalised to all 
Asian international pre-service teachers. A large scale study involving academic institutions across Australia 
is required to further investigate the practicum experiences of Asian international pre-service teachers before 
an appropriate framework for supporting these students throughout practicum is developed.  In spite of these 
limitations, the study contributes to this under researched area, highlighting the need to provide support for 
international pre-service teachers completing their practicum in Australia. 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
The present study examined Asian international pre-service teachers’ perceptions of their practicum in 
an Australian school and highlighted the challenges these pre-service teachers faced. Of most concern for the 
pre-service teachers were socio-cultural barriers and being able to communicate effectively as they practised 
teaching in the classroom. The development of a cultural competence model (see Cummins (1999-2003)) 
would provide a theoretical base to assist international pre-service teachers gain more practice in using 
appropriate classroom language, develop better interpersonal communication skills with supervising teachers 
at their schools and assist to raise cognitive academic language proficiency levels to help pre-service teachers 
better prepare for their practicum. Provision of such a model would help to develop stronger ties between 
academics and the pre-service teachers and stronger ties between the pre-service teachers and their 
supervising teachers in schools.  
Strategies that could be applied working from such a model would include providing a communication 
course with specific reference to Australian classroom language use; encouragement of international students 
to develop their lesson plans first in their own language before translating these lessons in English; and 
providing ‘clinical’ tutorials that would allow international pre-service teachers opportunities to practice their 
teaching skills before entering schools. Such strategies would help to facilitate and support the development 
of teaching and communication skills for international pre-service teachers. 
Future research examining the supervising teachers’ perceptions of their student teachers is warranted 
in order to shed further light on how these relationships can be strengthened. Although the findings are related 
to the present study, they may have implications for other host countries of Asian international students. It 
was evident from the findings that a differentiated mode of practicum delivery with greater support is required 
to assist these students to manage the intricacies of teaching in a foreign classroom context. It is therefore 
incumbent on universities offering a one-year teacher education program to more fully support international 
pre-service teachers from Asia.  
 
Note 
 
1. Practicum is a term used in this paper to denote compulsory field experience in schools. The terms field 
experience, field studies, professional experience or workplace education have also been used to denote this 
experience. 
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